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habbat Shalom: Could you please
describe for our readers of Shabbat
Shalom your personal journey, existentially and intellectually/spiritually as a
Christian in regards to your confrontation with
Jews and Muslims?
Dr. Jon Paulien: I grew up in a Seventh-day
Adventist home in New York City. Although
Jews lived in the area I didn’t know any personally. Nevertheless, I was fascinated by Judaism
and as an adult sought out opportunities for relationship. A major turning point in my spiritual
journey was a trip to Israel about ten years ago,
where I stayed for three months with my family in the Palestinian section of East Jerusalem.
In that context, I came to realize that there are
two sides or even three to the story; and I began
to question the shallow dismissals of Islam and
of Judaism so typical in traditional Christianity.
Further trips to the Middle East encouraged my
increasing openness toward both Islam and Judaism. Like Dr. Mohammed, I have found much
in the other Abrahamic faiths that is worthy of
emulation.
September 11 was a watershed moment for me. I
began reading the Qur’an and exploring the intersection of the three Abrahamic faiths. I also became interested in Holocaust studies. I am much

more open to learning from Judaism and Islam
than I was before. I now see that each of the three
faiths bear witness to aspects of the character of
God. We will be richer if we open ourselves to
discussion with each other.
Shabbat Shalom: In a time of increasing distrust and enmity between Muslims, Jews and
Christians what ways do you go in spite of this
situation to build bridges between these monotheistic religions?
Paulien: Well, to begin with, the
word Islam is related to the word
“peace.” So I want to help people
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understand that Islam and terrorism go together
as awkwardly as Christian and Nazi. Likewise, to
be an Israeli Jew does not require one to hate or
abuse Palestinian. Each of the three faith projects
an ideal that can be lost at times in practice.

mon theologically with Judaism and Christianity
than the stereotypes would suggest.

If one reads the Qur’an with care, there is a strong
encouragement to study the earlier scriptures and
to understand the Jewish and
Christian approaches to the one
I am much more open to
God. I now believe that God is
learning from Judaism and
at work in all three faiths and
Islam than I was before. I
there is much we can learn about
now see that each of the
God from each other.
three faiths bear witness to
Shabbat Shalom: At what
aspects of the character of
stage is Adventist theology with
God. We will be richer if we
regard to Judaism and Islam
open ourselves to discusand the relationship between
these monotheistic religions?
sion with each other.

Another thing I try to do is to
see the common threads among
the three great monotheistic
texts. I have learned that if I read
the Qur’an with sympathy and
openness, it points me to possibilities within the Torah and the
Gospels that I would have overlooked otherwise. If we are open
to the root convictions and attractiveness of each of the three
faiths there is much that they
have in common, and the differences can often
be explained by the respective contexts in which
those convictions arose. I have discovered that if
you treat Muslims with respect and meet them
within their context, they are quick to accept you
as a “brother.”

In terms of core values, Adventists have as much
in common with Jews and Muslims as they do
with Christians. There are a number of Adventist
teachings that are as clear or even to some extent
clearer in the Qur’an or in the Talmud than in
the Bible. I believe that if Seventh-day Adventists
can learn to see past the narrow stereotypes, they
can provide a center point where all three monotheistic faiths can come together and learn from
each other.
Shabbat Shalom: Is it possible to communicate with each other and even speak about spiritual or theological truth?
Paulien: I obviously have come to think so. I
find that Islam at its best has much more in com-

Paulien: I am personally distressed at the large
amount of dismissive rhetoric directed toward
all three faiths in today’s world. I find this particularly so in the so-called Christian West and
in my own faith tradition. In the circles where I
live there is all too much talk about Muslims and
Catholics being thinly-veiled pagans and Jews being chronic legalists. Such talk betrays a great deal
of ignorance regarding the other faiths. Hopefully
Adventists can take on more of the spirit of Jesus
(Yeshua, Isa), who often seemed most welcoming
toward those at great theological distance from
Him (such as publicans and “sinners”).
Shabbat Shalom: What about the non-Abrahamic religions? Is there a distinction to be
made between Judaism/Christianity/Islam tradition and other religions such as Buddhism?
Paulien: I think that the divide between monotheism and polytheism/atheism is a major watershed, so I would hold for considerable distinction
here. At the same time God “is not without witness” anywhere in this world (Acts 14:17, cf. in-
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troductory comments in the Qur’an). A friend of
mine in the islamic context likes to speak about
exploring the “footprints” of God in every religious culture. Those “footprints” provide a fruitful basis for conversation and even learning from
each other.
Shabbat Shalom: Generally the encounter
involves a dual experience - Jews/Christians,
Jews/Muslims, or even Muslims/Christians.
We have rarely engaged in an encounter that
would involve the three monotheistic faiths. Do
you think that this confrontation could be possible and even fruitful?

est common denominator. I believe we can work
together to encourage each other to become that
best that we can be, to achieve the purpose that
God (Adonai, Allah) has for each faith and for
the human race as a whole.
Once again, an authentic and humble Adventism
may be ideally placed to offer such critiques. But
in doing so, Adventists must also be open to confrontation in return.
Shabbat Shalom: Many Christians and Jews
and Muslims think that, considering the painful
history, this encounter should limit itself within
the social arena and are reluctant to engage in
a discussion about theological subjects. Do you
think that there is still a place for the discussion
of theological subjects?

Paulien: I definitely believe it is possible and
much to be desired. There will certainly be challenges. In the war against terrorism there is much
suspicion toward those in the West who reach out
to Muslims. Academic institutions can treat such
Paulien: Obviously, yes.
encounters as creating dangerous complications
in the institution’s relationship to government.
Shabbat Shalom: What are the theological
There are some in each faith who will vigorously
subjects that would be worth considering for
oppose such dialogue and may even choose to do
that discussion?
so in violent terms. But if faith means anything
in today’s world, it means that
Paulien: I agree with Dr. Mowe will not shy away from doing If faith means anything
hammed (see pg. 16) that the
the right thing on account of fear.
qualities of God and the role
in today’s world, it means
And the engagement should be
of Jesus are excellent theologithat
we
will
not
shy
away
more than just looking for comcal subjects for discussion. I also
mon threads of understanding. from doing the right
think that the role of revelation
Genuine loving relationships in- thing on account of fear
and inspiration and principles of
clude confrontation.
interpreting sacred texts would
also be fruitful topics for discussion. I would also
We need to confront the kinds of thinking within
like to see discussion of the role of history and
Christianity that led to the Crusades, the Inquiculture in the development of religious ideas.
sition and the Holocaust. We need to confront
the “Israel right-or-wrong” mentality that allows
Shabbat Shalom: In your opinion what could
oppression of Palestinians to go unchecked. We
Christians learn from Jews and Muslims, and
need to confront the theological stereotypes
what could Jews and Muslims learn from Chriswithin Islam that encourage and promote terrortians?
ism. Each of the three faiths is better than its lowSHABBAT SHALOM 19
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Paulien: In the West we have learned a lot about
dealing with secularization that could be helpful to Muslims and Jews. We also have a lot of
information regarding the dynamics of faith and
the personal encounter with God (Adonai, Allah) that would be helpful to all of us. I personally find the openness of most Jews and Muslims
to powerful spiritual ideas is refreshing in light
of the narrowness of many Christians towards
ideas that differ from their own. Muslims have
also taught me that theology cannot be divorced
from issues of justice and practical godliness.
Shabbat Shalom: What would be your advice
or recommendations to follow for the success of
that kind of enterprise?
Paulien: The participants would need to know
what they are talking about and have a serious
willingness to engage and learn from each other.
The initial encounters should probably be brief,
with time to process in between encounters. As
confidence grows, more serious dialogue and
confrontation could take place.
Shabbat Shalom: What are today after September 11 the prospects of a Jewish-ChristianMuslim successful encounter?
Paulien: I hate to say anything positive about
terrorist actions, but as an Adventist I have faith
that God can bring positive changes in the wake
of evil actions. As C. S. Lewis once said (I paraphrase), “Suffering is God’s megaphone to get the
attention of an indifferent world.” September 11
has gotten our spiritual attention in a way few
other events have done. I believe that the prospects for Jewish-Christian-Muslim encounter are
better than ever.
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